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seminar	 ‘Transformative	 Knowledge	 for	 an	 Era	 of	 Planetary	 Urbanization’	 at	 the	
Institute	of	 the	Social	 Sciences	of	 the	University	of	 Lisbon	 (ICS-ULisboa)	on	10	 July	
2017	 –	 an	 event	 convened	 by	 the	 COST	 Action	 INTREPID,	 the	 research	 group	
Environment,	 Territory	 and	 Society	 of	 ICS-ULisboa,	 and	 the	 Young	 Academics	
Network	of	AESOP.1	
	
The	 seminar	 brought	 together	 a	 group	 of	mainly	 early	 and	mid-career	 scholars	 to	
discuss	 the	 kinds	 of	 transformative	 knowledge,	 pedagogy	 and	practice	 required	 to	




thinking	 about	 knowledge	 and	 co-production	 (Campbell,.	 2012;	 Campbell	 and	
Vanderhoven,	 2016),	 addressed	 the	 role	 of	 social	 science	 research	 in	 producing	
                                                
1 	More	 information	 here:	 www.intrepid-cost.eu/;	
www.ics.ulisboa.pt/instituto/?doc=36000000001&ln=e&mm=3&mnid=2&ctmid=2;	 www.aesop-
youngacademics.net/.	











knowledge	 capable	 of	 fostering	 change.	 Citing	 Siemiatycki	 and	 Siemiatycki	 (2016),	
Campbell	noted	that	our	research	is	getting	‘narrower	and	more	specialized’,	but	not	
necessarily	 more	 relevant;	 contributing	 through	 ‘interpretation,	 description	 and	
explanation’,	 but	 often	 falling	 short	 of	 providing	 recommendations	 or	 explications	
for	practice.	Reminding	us	 that	problems	 in	 the	world	do	not	 frame	 themselves	 in	
neat	 disciplinary	 contours,	 thus	 debates	 around	 the	 need	 or	 otherwise	 of	




• Moving	to	more	 (genuinely)	 interactive	and	active	 forms	of	knowledge	generation,	
including	more	meaningful	questions	and	more	partnerships	rather	than	projects;		
• Developing	 different	 ways	 of	 knowing	 that	 go	 beyond	 empirical	 investigation,	
description	and	analysis	(the	‘what’	and	‘why’),	towards	synthesis	and	the	normative	
and	ethical	questions	(the	‘how’	and	‘should’);	






tables.3	Thirty-five	 people,	 representing	 fourteen	 countries	 (see	 Annex),	 stayed	 on	










                                                
3	In	world	café	 fora,	participants	are	divided	 in	equal	groups	among	the	thematic	 tables.	After	each	
short	 session,	 each	 group	 move	 to	 another	 table,	 until	 all	 participants	 have	 travelled	 through	 all	












The	 idea	 that	 ‘knowledge	 matters’,	 and	 should	 therefore	 be	 put	 to	 use,	 was	 the	
starting	point	for	the	discussion	of	Table	1.	Within	this	perspective,	the	participants	
debated	 whether	 or	 not	 cooperative	 practices	 that	 aim	 at	 the	 reformulation	 of	
traditional	 boundaries	 in	 academic	 research	 and	 higher	 education	 –	 in	 its	 various	
declinations	 (e.g.	 interdisciplinarity,	 multi-disciplinarity,	 post-disciplinarity,	 trans-
disciplinarity,	 post-disciplinarity,	 co-production,	 co-creation,	 co-design,	 engaged	
scholarship,	 user	 engagement,	 participatory	 action	 research,	 etc.)	 –	 can	 foster	 a	
more	positive	and	direct	engagement	with	the	society	at	large.	
	
All	 in	 all,	 the	 participants	 seemed	 to	 share	 a	 consensus	 on	 the	 potential	 of	 these	
practices.		
	
Broadly	 speaking,	 these	 practices	 can	 offer	 significant	 advantages.	 On	 the	 more	
conceptual	 level,	 because	 a	 problem-based	 approach	 to	 the	 production	 of	
knowledge	 can	offer	 a	 better	match	between	 research	 and	education,	 on	 the	one	
side,	and	pressing	social	issues	on	the	other	–	providing	a	remedy	for	a	situation	in	







a	 given	 social	 environment	 by	 providing	 channels	 through	which	we	 can	 translate	
more	abstract	forms	of	knowledge	into	the	local	reality;	by	helping	to	maintain	the	
research’s	focus	on	real	(as	opposed	to	theory-driven)	problems;	by	remedying	the	




Cooperative	approaches	 can	be	 fruitful,	but	entail	 several	 inherent	 challenges	 that	
can	 be	 met	 only	 if	 the	 researchers	 are	 able	 to	 deploy	 peculiar	 skills,	 namely	 the	











switch	and	acquire	 fluency	 in	different	 languages;	 to	 communicate	 their	work	 in	 a	





First,	many	 participants	 debated	whether	 or	 not	 this	 represents	 a	 conceptual	 and	
practical	 turning	 point,	 or	 just	 a	 way	 to	 pour	 old	 wine	 in	 new,	 admittedly	 fancy,	
bottles	–	bottles	 that	would	essentially	allow	the	researcher	 to	successfully	submit	





Second,	 participants	 pointed	 to	 the	 risks	 inherent	 to	 an	 aprioristic,	 positive	
mythology	 surrounding	 cooperative	 approaches.	 For	 example:	 do	 communities	
always	 and	 necessarily	 express	 a	 demand	 for	 this	 kind	 of	 engagement?	 And	what	
could	 make	 this	 engagement	 meaningful	 –	 e.g.	 what	 could	 ‘researchers’	 and	
‘communities’	 exchange	 in	 the	 course	 of	 their	 interaction?	 Also,	 some	 wondered	
whether	or	not	 ‘knowledge	extraction’	 (i.e.	 a	non-cooperative	mode	of	 knowledge	
production)	represents	necessarily	a	form	of	blindness	and	insensitivity	on	the	part	
of	 the	 researcher,	 with	 potential	 ethical	 implications.	 Finally,	 some	 observed	 that	
trust	 among	 actors	 (a	 necessary	 condition	 for	 the	 development	 of	 cooperative	





These	 last	 observations	 connect	 to	 a	 third	 area	 of	 concern:	 to	what	 extent	 is	 the	
environment	 in	 which	 research	 is	 produced	 conducive	 of	 meaningful	 forms	 of	
cooperation	 that	 cut	 across	 disciplinary	 and	 institutional	 boundaries?	 Some	
participants	 argued	 that	 characteristic	 features	 of	 contemporary	 production	 of	
knowledge	(i.e.	the	projectification	of	the	research,	the	individualization	of	research	
careers	 in	 an	 ultra-competitive	 environment,	 and	 so	 forth),	 together	with	 broader	
issues	of	power	and	hierarchy	within	the	universities,	can	undermine	the	vary	basis	















look	at,	 to	see.	So	does	 idein,	 the	root	of	 idea.	The	 idea	of	 theory	does	not	simply	
denote	an	attempt	(and	a	will)	to	know,	but	first	and	foremost	an	intention	to	see,	
premised	 on	 gaining	 a	 vantage	 point	 from	 where	 an	 enlightening	 gaze	 could	 be	
thrown.	 Theorising	 is	 an	 ascending	 movement	 towards	 a	 panoptical	 observation	
point,	as	 the	World	Trade	Centre	 roof	 from	where	de	Certeau	 (1984	 [1980])	gazes	




inescapable	 location	 within	 a	 socio-historical	 milieu.	 Theory	 always	 occurs	 in	 the	
middle	of	a	problematic	field	and,	following	Deleuze	(2004	[1968]),	it	has	to	do	with	















transcendent	 non-place	 where	 conflict	 and	 asymmetries	 have	 mysteriously	
disappeared.	 An	 untenable	 vision	 which,	 however,	 often	 is	 still	 surreptitiously	 at	
work	 within	 many	 strands	 of	 urban	 theory.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 technocratic	









this	 entails	 mere	 projections	 of	 frozen	 presents,	 as	 status	 quo	 is	 conservatively	
confirmed	while	being	techno-aesthetically	disguised	as	a	novel,	smart	future.	
	
Whether	 we	 agreed	 on	 the	 limits	 of	 these	 connotations,	 we	 also	 converged	 in	
emphasising	the	potential	that	utopian	thinking	holds.	Frederic	Jameson’s	suggestion	
(2004)	 came	 to	 help.	 To	 Jameson,	 utopia	 is	 not	 a	 positive	 capacity	 to	 envisage	 a	
better	 future,	 but	 a	 negative	 force	 that	 emerges	 out	 of	 the	 failure	 of	 imagination	




thus	 prompting	 its	 reconfiguration	 by	 releasing	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 truly	
transformative	utopian	thinking.	
	
As	we	were	 framing	 critical	 theory	 as	 a	 tentative	 navigation	 towards	 the	 limits	 of	
imagination,	 then	 the	 questions	 of	 time	 and	 participation	 surfaced.	 Time,	 in	 fact,	
appeared	 as	 crucial:	 how	 to	 reconcile	 the	 demanding,	 uncertain,	 failure-bent,	 and	
time-consuming	 effort	 theory	 seemingly	 requires,	 with	 an	 increasingly	 result-






theories	requires	suitable	spaces,	and	times,	 for	 this	 to	be	carried	out,	even	 in	 the	
face	of	the	sense	of	urgency	constantly	 imposed	upon	academia.	As	the	age	of	the	
impact-factor	 impinges	upon	us,	 the	question	of	 theory	 cannot	be	 separated	 from	
the	reformulation	of	the	very	structure	through	which	it	is	produced,	expected,	and	
evaluated.	 In	 fact,	 some	 even	 argued	 whether	 the	 very	 spirit	 of	 this	 seminar,	 by	
implicitly	 tying	 social	 sciences	 and	humanities	 to	 the	 production	of	 transformative	






theoretical	 elephant	 in	 the	 room	 (if	 anything,	 for	 its	 explicit	 reference	 in	 the	








around	 the	 table,	were	 the	 opinions	 about	 this	 theory,	 that	 some	 praised	 for	 the	










urban	 theorists	 to	 succumb	 to	 the	 hypnotising	 force	 of	 –	 and	 thus	 to	 end	 up	




weak	 theory.	 Developed	 in	 the	 field	 of	 queer	 studies,	 this	 notion	 points	 to	 a	
theorising	 that,	 à	 la	 Latour,	 intends	 to	 follow	 the	 objects	 rather	 than	 trying	 to	
enclose	 them	 into	 a	 grand	 all-encompassing	 view	 (cf.	 Kosofsky	 Sedgwick,	 2003).	 A	
weak	theory	is	meant	to	be	immanent	and	flexible	vis-à-vis	its	field	of	study,	without	
aspiring	 to	 universality	 and	 rather	 focusing	 on	 dwelling	 on	 contradictions,	 rather	
than	 overcoming	 them.	 A	weak	 theory,	 some	 noted,	 chimes	 significantly	with	 the	
notion	 of	 anamorphic	 politics	 as	 recently	 proposed	 by	 Jodi	 Dean	 (2016).	
Anamorphism	refers	to	distorted	images	that	become	visible	only	when	seen	with	a	






The	 suggestion,	 found	 interesting	 by	 many,	 led	 directly	 to	 the	 key	 question	 of	
normativity:	whether	 it	 is	 important	to	challenge	the	hubris	of	 ‘strong’	theory	with	
the	sensibility	of	‘weaker’	efforts,	it	is	also	crucial	to	take	into	account	the	normative	
effort	every	theory	should	carry,	and	thus	the	necessity	for	urban	scholars	to	engage	
in	 this	 complex	 and	 perilous	 path:	 anti-normativity	was	 challenged	 by	 some	 as	 an	
ultimately	 irresponsible	 position,	 whilst	 others	 criticised	 the	 notion	 of	 normativity	
and	 its	 disciplinary	 premises.	 The	 table	 split	 in	 multiple	 positions	 on	 this	 theme,	








opposition	 to	 what	 was	 perceived	 as	 the	 (white,	 male,	 western)	 hubris	 of	 the	
‘planetary’,	 others	 pointed	 towards	 its	 potential	 use	 not	 in	 substitution,	 but	 to	
complement	 the	 totalising	 scope	 of	 Brenner’s	 planetary	 urbanisation,	 with	 a	
strategic	effort	to	explore	and	exploit	 the	holes,	cracks,	and	fissures	 in	the	system,	
where	 there	 is	 no	 absence	 of	 normativity	 but	 rather	 different	minor	 and	 counter	
normativities	emerge	through	the	cracks.	
	
The	 other	 point	 related	 to	 the	 critique	 of	 strong	 theory	 was	 that	 of	 the	 elitist	
isolation	 of	 the	 theorist.	 On	 this	 note,	 the	 question	 of	 participation	 was	 lively	
engaged	 with.	 Whether	 participation	 was	 assumed	 as	 a	 crucial	 recalibration	 of	
theory’s	 top-down	 tendencies,	 the	 concept	 to	 many	 (if	 not	 all)	 appeared	 as	
exhausted.	 Not	 only	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 role	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 participation	 plays	 in	





with	 the	 creeping	 empiricism	 of	 contemporary	 urban	 studies,	 where	 the	 ‘local’	 is	
often	fetishised	as	an	instrument	of	legitimation	for	the	research,	rather	than	as	an	
active	participant	in	its	very	production:	evidently,	sharing	the	results	of	a	research	
with	 its	 participants	 and	 incorporating	 their	 feedback	 is	 not	 the	 same	 as	 co-
producing	it	with	them.	
	
This	 led	 to	 a	 complex	 discussion	 on	 how	 theorising	 can	 avoid	 either	 fetishising	 a	
local/global	 dichotomy	 or	 simply	 flattening	 it.	 How	 to	 make	 theory	 in	 a	 properly	
participatory	 manner,	 as	 a	 way	 to	 co-produce	 novel,	 shared	 worlds,	 rather	 than	
simply	 reducing	 participation	 to	 the	 moment	 in	 which	 a	 given	 theory	 is	
communicated	 and	 debated	with	 the	 ‘participants’?	 A	 classic	 case	 for	 endorsing	 a	
Deleuzian	 right	 to	 problems	 in	 the	 city,	 that	 is,	 the	 right	 to	 participate	 in	 the	
individuation	 of	 urban	 problems,	 rather	 than	 being	 co-opted	 a	 posteriori	 in	 the	
search	of	 ‘solutions’.	Perhaps	 the	very	concept	of	participation	 is	 to	be	done	with,	
some	 maintained,	 since	 far	 too	 drained	 and	 co-opted.	 A	 linguistic	 effort	 that	
obviously	points	to	a	methodological	one:	while	the	question	remained	unanswered,	












colonising	 representation	 of	 the	 past,	 into	 a	 way	 to	 strategically	 produce	 novel	
imaginaries,	 as	 in	 Jameson’s	 cognitive	 mapping	 (1988)	 of	 Guattari’s	 machinic	





Some	mentioned	 the	 recent	mapping	of	Airbnb-proliferation	 in	world	 cities,	whilst	
others	 cautioned	against	 the	 risk	 for	 these	maps	of	being	 reduced	 to	 aesthetically	
pleasing	exercises	in	shocking	the	viewer,	rather	than	tools	to	materialise	theory	and	









A	 preliminary	 note.	 The	way	 the	 discussion	 evolved	 in	 this	 table	was	 on	 a	 sort	 of	
‘top-up’	 system.	 The	 first	 group	 outlined	 some	 core	 issues,	 which	 I	 read	 to	 the	
following	 group	who	 both	 added	 to	 it	 or	 introduced	 altogether	 different	 points.5	I	
then	relayed	the	collective	message	to	the	third	group	and	so	forth.	Although	freely	
available	and	advised	to	do	so	at	will,	no	one	felt	inclined	to	write	up	anything	on	the	






This	was	a	core	 issue.	 In	all	 four	rounds	participants	discussed	how	problem-based	
integrated	approaches	clash	with	the	heritage	of	individual	disciplinary	backgrounds.	
This	 has	 implications	 in	 terms	 of	 both	 ontological	 and	 epistemological	 stances,	 as	
well	as	methodological	choices.	
	









The	 most	 visible	 symptom	 of	 this	 clash	 is	 the	 issue	 of	 concept	 definition.	













Participants	 highlighted	 that	 to	 engage	 trans-multi-interdisciplinary	 research	 we	
must	first	un-learn	some	of	the	normative	boundaries	(disciplinary/methodological)	




interdisciplinary	 research	 contexts,	 between	 weaker	 and	 strongly	 institutionalized	
disciplines;	and	in	this	particular	context,	planning	comes	up	short.	
	
At	 a	 methodological	 level,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 address	 the	 limits	 to	 our	 traditional	
practices	 in	 contexts	 of	 experience-based,	 practice-based	 research.	 Participants	
outline	 that	 only	 the	 promotion	 of	 greater	 dialogue	 between	 different	 disciplines	






fore	 a	 set	 of	 challenges	 to	 the	 role	 of	 the	 academic.	 The	 idea	 that	 ‘we	 need	 to	
transform	ourselves	before	we	can	promote	transformative	research’	was	presented	
and	discussed.	Some	participants	highlighted	 the	need	 to	 seek	 spaces	of	academic	










This	claims	comes	hand	 in	hand	with	a	call	 for	social	 sciences	 to	be	more	engaged	
with	the	debate	of	alternatives	in	policy	contexts.	As	claimed	by	a	participant,	‘rarely	
a	 paper	 brings	 something	 innovative’.	 Thus,	 academics	 should	 focus	 not	 only	 on	










Discussion	 at	 this	 table	 started	with	 the	 concept	 of	UTOPIA	 and	 a	 question	 about	
whether	 and	 how	 utopia	 could	 become	 core	 to	 social	 research	methods	 (Levitas,	
2013).	 Beneath	 this	 idea	 was	 a	 belief	 that,	 by	 more	 explicitly	 representing	 the	
normative	 horizons	 that	 motivate	 social	 change,	 it	 might	 be	 possible	 to	 develop	
more	 inclusive	 processes	 of	 participatory	 future-shaping,	 generating	 badly	 needed	
debate	about	the	futures	we	want	and	need.	The	role	for	social	research	here	might	
therefore	 involve	 uncovering,	 excavating	 and	 rendering	 visible	 existing	 utopian	
impulses	 in	 society	 and	 contributing	 to	 debates	 about	 their	 implications.	 More	
problematically	it	also	involved	answering	the	question	of	what	utopia	is	and	of	the	
relationship	between	the	ideals	and	normative	commitments	of	researchers	and	the	




Other	 participants,	 however,	 were	 uneasy	 or	 outrightly	 opposed	 to	 the	 idea	 of	

















In	 conceptual	 and	 political	 terms,	 some	 participants	 felt	 that	 the	 concept	 and	
political	consequences	of	utopia	was	problematic.	Referencing	well-established	anti-








wide	 variety	 of	 contemporary	 practices	 that	 point	 towards	 alternative	 ways	 of	






The	 lack	 of	 ‘facts’	 about	 the	 future	 was	 understood	 as	 a	 key	 challenge	 for	 social	
research,	 undermining	 the	 predictive	 claims	 of	 traditional	 scientific	 methods	 and	
raising	 important	 ethical	 challenges	 for	 technological	 change	 and	 contemporary	




theoretical	 traditions.	 Critique	 they	 argued	 can	 itself	 be	 future-orientated	 and	




future	 also	 pointed	 towards	 a	 need	 for	 new	ways	 of	 thinking	 about	 the	 role	 and	




In	 both	 real-world	 planning	 practice,	 participatory	 and	 more	 orthodox	 modes	 of	
research	practice,	engaging	wider	publics	with	the	future	was,	however,	understood	
as	 a	 significant	 challenge.	 Engaging	 with	 the	 future	 requires	 the	 temporary	








horizons	 of	 thought	 and	 action.	 For	 many	 people,	 however,	 the	 weight	 of	 much	
more	immediate	challenges	can	make	such	exercises	very	difficult.	
	
Methodologically,	 some	 participants	 expressed	 frustration	 with	 the	 limitations	 of	
prevailing	 genres	 of	 social	 scientific	 writing	 or	 presentation	 of	 data.	 There	 was	 a	
strong	feeling	that	these	are	ill-equipped	to	grip	people	and	animate	their	interest	in	
possible	futures.	Fiction	and	film	were	seen	as	having	much	greater	potential	in	this	






in	 present	 possibilities.	 Plans	 need	 to	 be	 implementable	 and	 people	 need	 to	 see	
what	 they	 can	 do	 today	 to	 shape	 tomorrow,	 rather	 than	 either	 having	 their	
expectations	 unduly	 raised	 or	 slipping	 into	 despair	 at	 the	 scale	 of	 the	 challenges	
involved.	 This	 perhaps	 suggests	 a	 need	 for	 a	 constant	 movement	 between	 more	








There	 was	 a	 strong	 feeling	 that,	 despite	 long-standing	 critiques,	 social	 science	
remains	 rooted	 in	 a	 linear	 and	 very	 limited	 conception	 of	 time.	 This	 is	 deeply	
ingrained	 into	 many	 aspects	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 researchers	 think	 about	 and	
organise	 their	 worlds:	 the	 logic	 of	 research	 projects	 for	 example	 is	 founded	 on	 a	
strikingly	simple	notion	of	time	as	something	that	can	be	predicted	and	controlled.	
	
There	 was	 also	 a	 marked	 sense	 that	 processes	 of	 social	 acceleration	 presented	












pervasive	sense	that	 ‘all	 that	 is	solid	melts	 into	air’	also	therefore	requires	that	we	
pay	attention	to	affective	dimensions	of	the	experience	of	time.	
	
There	 are	 again	 ethical	 and	 political	 choices	 here	 and	 a	 feeling	 that	 (progressive)	
urban	researchers	may	benefit	from	reflecting	more	on	their	underlying	conceptions	












generate	knowledge	and	 shape	action:	people’s	everyday	 lives;	political	 and	policy	
cycles;	planning	horizons	and	decision-timelines;	 and	 research	 itself,	 all	 operate	 to	
very	 different	 and	 often	 contrasting	 rhythms.	 One	 intriguing	 suggestion	 was	 that	
engaged	 social	 researchers	 might	 have	 a	 role	 to	 play	 in	 seeking	 to	 harmonize	 or	
bring	 these	different	 temporalities	 into	 (temporary)	alignment	so	as	 to	enable	 real	
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